We are presently undergoing a transformation in our society not unlike the one that transpired during the Industrial Revolution. Just as a century ago an agrarian society was transformed into an industrial society, today we are quickly moving toward a knowledge-based society. Knowledge has emerged as a strategic commodity that is as important to today's world as natural resources and low-skilled labor were to our recent ancestors. There is a wealth of information available globally that makes information access and information management critical.
With the arrival of computer networks, librarians find themselves at the threshold of this world of information. Material within each library's collection is only a small fraction of the available resources. In tight budgetary times the sharing of information and material has become even more crucial.
It is now possible to exchange ideas and material electronically, and electronic mail is quickly becoming commonplace on the librarian's ; desk. Electronic mail provides communications at | the user's convenience both in time and place. I Messages can be sent and answered at any time from any place with a computer, a modem, and a | telephone connection. Electronic mail creates social connections between isolated workers [ and provides greater access to ideas within organi-\ zations. i
Network background
During the late 1960s, the beginnings of what are now international networks were developed. Under the direction of the Advanced Research Projects Agency, ARPANET began as a 4 node network. Work continued during the 1960s and early 1970s with 1974 marking the invention of a common computer language (TCP/IP) that allowed a variety of computers to communicate with each other.
In 1981 some scholars from the City University of New York and Yale originated a network for academic exchange of ideas. Christened BITNET (Because It's Time Network), this network grew rapidly with the parent organisation, EDUCOM, receiving funding from IBM. BITNET continues to operate under the auspices of the non-profit Corporation for Research and Educational Networking (CREN).
BITNET now spans the globe with over 3,300 nodes in 49 countries. Using a network made up of universities, colleges, research centers and governmental agencies, BITNET members freely exchange ideas through 3,500 electronic mail discussion groups.
LISTSERV discussion groups
A BITNET mail distribution service known as LISTSERV provides the framework for discussion groups on topics ranging from art to computer science to vegetarianism. Electronic mail sent to a specified address is distributed to all members of the group, not unlike the way magazines and journals are mailed to subscribers. The messages arrive in subscribers' electronic mailboxes along with any other electronic mail the person may receive. Replies to the messages are then forwarded back to all the members of the list. Some network observers have compared these discussions to 'enormous cocktail party conversations', with a few of the members generating a discussion and many others listening in.
The ARLIS-L story
During the summer of 1990, some of the board members from ARLIS/NA had heard about an electronic discussion list that had been established for the Music Library Association. It seemed like a good idea to allow members of the organisation to communicate on a daily basis, and the question was raised if it would be possible for ARLIS/NA to start a similar service. Ralph Papakhian of the Music Library Association placed a request for a proposal to start a discussion list on PACS-L, a list for those interested in issues concerning technology and libraries.
As an ARLIS/NA member, then working with electronic reference services, I decided to make a proposal. Under the guidance of networking professionals, I wrote a proposal for such a service. There were several such discussion lists on campus already and I was assured that the Computing Center could provide the support needed to begin such a venture.
Several ARLIS/NA members responded with proposals, which were brought before the ARLIS/NA Executive Board at their summer meeting of 1990. On the basis of these formal proposals, the University of Kentucky was selected to be the host for the list.
When establishing the parameters of the list, it was decided that subscribers would be allowed to subscribe and unsubscribe themselves and that the discussion would be open and unmoderated. These are limits that can be set and changed by a list owner at any time. A short note in ARLIS/NA Update provided ARLIS/NA members with the instructions for subscribing to ARLIS/L. In addition, a notice on a 'list of new lists' was posted over the network. Information about ARLIS-L spread by word of mouth among colleagues in academic institutions and among ARLIS/NA members. Within a few months over 60 subscribers had signed on and were regularly sending messages to each other.
Because of the nature of the LISTSERV software, subscription requests are sent to one electronic address and messages to be distributed to the list to another. If subscription messages are sent to the wrong address then that message is then distributed to all the members of the list. Members of the list then receive messages in their mailbox that read SUBSCRIBE ARLIS-L. For that reason, I changed the list to a moderated format within the first year of operation. All messages are sent to me and then forwarded to the rest of the list. This change met with general approval from the list membership.
The list has grown in the three years of operation to about 650 subscribers representing 14 countries, members are not always ARLIS/NA members and include art and architecture librarians from many types of libraries, as well as slide curators, students, and others interested in art librarianship.
There have been nearly 2,000 messages sent since September of 1990. Message topics include the exchange of materials, conference information, cataloging discussions, reference queries, information on visual resource issues, job ads, C D -R O M information, and philosophical discussions on a wide range of subjects relating to art information provision. Messages are archived and can be searched by keyword with a database search engine inherent in the LISTSERV software.
Because not all ARLIS/NA members have access to ARLIS-L, I write a digest column that is included in the bi-monthly newsletter that is distributed to the ARLIS/NA membership. 'ARLIS-L Digest' includes brief summaries of some discussion from the list, as well as instructions on gaining access to an ARLIS-L subscription. It is, however, impossible to summarize adequately the discussions that take place on the list. Electronic communication is so immediate that a brief summary published two months after the discussion can do little but whet the appetite for gaining access oneself.
Gaining access
Anyone with a modem, a phone line, a personal computer and an electronic mail address can access ARLIS-L. The method for getting an electronic mail address can vary according to one's location and situation. For those affiliated with an academic institution, it is often only a matter of applying through the computing center or academic computing, which are likely to provide access via national academic networks such as, in the UK, JANET. There are also commercial vendors (such as CompuServe or Demon Internet Services) who can provide an account to anyone for a modest monthly fee.
Once an electronic mail address is established, obtaining a subscription to ARLIS-L is as easy as sending an e-mail message. Mail should be addressed to LISTSERV@UKCC.uky.edu with no subject line supplied. The total message should consist of the following: SUBSCRIBE ARLIS-L Your Name (the latter can take whatever form you choose). The LISTSERV software will deduce your electronic mail address from your message. You will receive a confirmation that will provide you with more information about LISTSERV services. This confirmation will also tell you how to unsubscribe yourself from the list. It is always wise to save this message. Once your subscription is established you will begin receiving mail that is posted to the list. To post messages to the rest of the membership send electronic mail to ARLIS-L@UKCC.UKY.EDU. Mail to this address is automatically forwarded to the list moderator who in turn forwards it to the rest of the subscribers.
Subscribers' views
When asked for comments, members of the list were overwhelmingly positive. Opinion ranged from mild praise to 'how did I ever live without it?' Many members indicated that ARLIS-L put them in contact with their colleagues in ways not possible before. They expressed feeling as if they know people now when they meet them at meetings, because they have communicated electronically with them before. Several people indicated that the list makes ARLIS/NA seem like an organization that has a practical, day-to-day purpose and one person went so far as to say that ARLIS-L is perhaps the most valuable 'product' the Society puts out.
James Bower from the Getty Art History Program offered the following remarks, 'As a provider of information services and products (e.g., the Art and Architecture Thesaurus, BHA and Avery indexing services), ARLIS-L is of great benefit to the Getty Art History Information Program. The list lets us 'eavesdrop' on our user community, following trends and interests as they appear and are refined by art librarians and v-r curators. In turn, we try to reflect these concerns in our project priorities (policy level) and products (technical and content level)'.
While more vendors begin to 'listen in', art information professionals will have the opportunity for direct feedback on products and services in ways yet unrealized.
It is apparent to me that librarians are on the cusp of new ways to communicate and to provide service to our user community. It is my hope that ARLIS-L can assist art information professionals in their attempts to network with each other, to discuss issues of importance, and to provide enhanced services to end users. 
Helpful addresses

Editor's note:
The Visual Resources Association has initiated VRA-L, an e-mail network for those interested in visual collections of all kinds. To subscribe, send a message to LISTSERV@UAFSYSB.Bitnet. The message should read: SUBSCRIBE VRA-L Your Name.
